Introduction
Timely and accurate information is critical for making sound decisions in crop management. Weather forecasts and commodity market information have a direct impact on nearly every facet of crop production. Traditional media outlets such as radio, newspaper and television have supplied this information in the past and will continue to in the future. However, with the development of the worldwide computer network known as the Internet, access to and delivery of information has become more consumer-driven and active rather than passive. Producers can now target the specific information they want and obtain it very quickly. Weather conditions and changing market information is relayed in near real-time manner. Used correctly, the Internet can provide precise, targeted information to assist in decision making. Used incorrectly, the Internet can also provide an excess of material from questionable sources. The goal of this presentation and paper is to assist the user in effectively sifting through all the information, gleaning out the material useful for crop management decisions.
This article, presentation materials, and all sites mentioned are available online at http://extension.agron.iastate.edu/internet.htm
Reliable Information
The accessibility ofthe Internet is one of it's greatest benefits . However, it can also be one ofthe greatest dangers. A web site is relatively easy to create and place online for anyone to view. There is no authority or organization that reviews content for accuracy or source. Because of this, unreliable information is difficult to distinguish from reliable documents. To use an analogy, it is similar to evaluating a brochure you receive by mail promoting a new product or an extension publication obtained from your local extension office. In each case, the source must be considered. Was the brochure produced or mailed by a company that has a solid reputation? The information contained in the extension publication has been produced and reviewed by specialists from a university and carries the backing of a public institution.
One way to determine the source of the information is to review the address of the internet site. An example of an Internet address or URL (uniform resource locator) might be http://www. cropstuff. com. The first sections ofthe address (www and crop-stuff) are the identification ofthe site owner. These are usually designed to be easily remembered and quickly relay what the site is about or where it originates. The end of the address, com, is arbitrarily assigned. Mose addresses are systematically organized into distinct categories in the United States: gov (government), edu (education institution, com (company or corporation), org (an organization), and net (network or internet service provider). Since addresses with the suffix gov or edu are not available to private sources, these provide a good source of reliable information.
Many companies use Internet addresses that people can construct without looking them up. However, be sure to examine the site and make sure it is the authentic site you were looking for. For example, the VRLs http://www. chevy. com and http://www. chevrolet. com will take you to completely different locations.
Searching the Web
Because of the amount of information on the Internet, locating a particular item can be a challenge. Search engines were created for this purpose. By cataloging all the information available, they serve as an online "card catalog." By typing in a term, such as "vel vetleaf," articles relating to this weed can quickly be located. Search engines will differ, however, in how they search for the requested information. Some, such as Yahoo, organize sites into categories that can be browsed. For the above example, the category "Science-Agriculture-Weed control" would likely produce sites with velvetleafinformation. Other sites will search for articles containing the word "vel vet leaf." For very specific searches, this will generate a list that contains articles containing the information desired. However, a search for "weed" will produce a very lengthy list of articles, many of which do not pertain to weeds in an agricultural sense. The most common Internet-wide search engines are listed in Table 1 . There are also pages that will list many types of search engines by categories, such as People, News, Weather, and .Software. An example can be found at http: I /www. albany. net/allinone/ Increasingly, there are more search options specific to agriculture. One of these is AgriSurf at http: I /www. agrisurf. com/ By focusing specifically on resources related to agriculture, search time can be reduced.
Internet Tools
To utilize the information of the Internet, some additional tools besides a computer, an Internet connection, and web browser software may be needed. These pieces of software, called add-ins, are added to the web browser to view specific types of multimedia files and formats . Below are some of the items commonly needed to view Internet content.
Crop Management Resources
The internet provides many resources of specific interest to crop management. In addition to market information and weather, there are sites to answer nearly any question dealing with crops, soils, and pest management. Many of the prominent agriculture-related sites will have a section of links pertaining to these topics. The best way to utilize the Internet is to locate these sites early, bookmark them, and use them as a starting point for future use. The important point is to bookmark a useful site after locating it. Relying on memory to return to a useful site is usually not sufficient. Bookmarking is a feature offered by many web browsers that allows you to compile a list of commonly visited sites for returning at a later time. This develops into the user's personal reference library.
This listing of sites is intended as a brief reference and is not all-inclusive. When faced with the task of using the Internet for the first few times, these will serve as a starting-point. Each link contains many more destinations with useful information. 
